Introduction
Assessment means much more than only measuring and judging; it should play a critical role in the whole learning process. More emphasis should both focus on stimulating the development of competencies needs to perform carious professional roles and on stimulating reflection and lifelong learning skills by involving students as active participants in the learning process (Gulikus et al 2009, 174) .
The concept of assessment can be a frightening thought for students across the globe, but it has become a notion that has underpinned higher educational establishments since their creation (Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans 2006; Boud and Molloy 2012) . The Higher Education Academy (2018) deems assessment as a 'vital' tool believing 'that attention to the methods of assessment and feedback … is fundamental to student learning.' Emphasis, since the 1980s, has been placed on diverse modes of assessment to ensure inclusivity across class, gender, ethnicity and the learning needs of the student (Entwistle 2009 ). Assessment can be conceptualised as promoting 'the student as an active person who shares responsibility, reflects, collaborates and conducts a continuous dialogue with the teacher' (Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans 2006, 331) . The driving force for assessment to be included in the curriculum stems from the pressure placed on university's to create lifelong learners ready for the labour market (Sambell, Mcdowell and Brown 1997) . For Birenbaum (1994) modes of assessment should reflect the needs of a given society which includes the ability to solve problems, promote research-based skills and allow for oral contributions ect, being considered by Brown (2004, 81) as 'probably the most important thing we can do to help students'.
The purpose of this research was to gather the opinions of students perceptions of assessed seminars in law and discuss these findings with law tutors. The study aimed to answer the following research questions:
•
What are students perceptions of assessed seminars in law-related modules?
• Do assessed seminars improve key legal skills?
• Do assessed seminars improve student attendance?
Modes of assignment
Following the ideological position of testing students knowledge of a given topic to the concept of assessment, we have seen a rise in different ways in which students can be assessed in higher education (Brown 2004; Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans 2006) . Recently we have seen a drive towards assessment for learning, rather than assessment of learning (Lodge 2014) . Assessment for learning allows for feedback to be given to students to improve future performance. If tailored correctly, assessment for learning can also be adapted to highlight key skills associated with employability. In turn, this creates not only lifelong learners, but students who are ready for the labour market (Sambell, Mcdowell and Brown 1997) .
For Burke (2010) the types of assessments given to learners can be split into two categories: formative and summative. Formative modes of assessment are considered the process of a student being able to learn how to improve their marks before a summative assessment takes place (Heritage 2010) . It has come to be accepted that formative assessment 'is one of the most powerful ways of improving student achievement' (William 2006 ).
The driving force behind different forms of assessments has been influenced by the idea of equality and diversity, as students have different learning needs and skills. Brown, Race and Smith (2005) suggest that there are thirteen key features which need to be taken into account when choosing a form of assessment, including how the assignment criteria motivates students; the encouragement of deep learning; and allowing for students to reflect on their own learning needs.
Underpinning modes of assessments lies a person's theoretical approach to teaching.
Though there is not one true theoretical position a teacher can undertake, it has come to be accepted that students learn through a variation of means and it is for 'a teacher … to offer to students a variety of experiences so that they each might … find a match between their learning style and approach of the teacher' (Prosser and Trigwell 1999, 85) .
Approaches to theoretical positions in teaching have advanced since polytechnic education establishments (Macleod & Golby 2006) . This, in turn, has changed the way in which subjects are taught and the types of assessments given to students. For instance, those coming from a constructivist approach are likely to implement case studies, group-based activities and research projects, as forms of assessment (Kelly 2012). Assessed seminars can be associated with instrumentalist ideological approaches to teaching (Magrini 2014) .
Instrumentalism is based on the concept of creating a skilled workforce: Instrumental ideologies; 'instrumentalism', 'revisionism' and advocates of 'economic renewal through education' emphasise the need to fit learners into society and to create a skilled workforce which will improve the national economy (Littledyke 2006, 128) .
Here, the teacher is concerned with generating the appropriate skills needed for future employment (Magrini 2014) . Though this theoretical position is criticised in its use to achieve economic and political gain within a given society (Marshall et al 2011) , recently Higher Education establishments have been under pressure to teach transferable skills to 'produce graduates who are ready for any workplace' (Docherty 2014).
Assessed seminars
Entwistle (2009, 19) suggested that more diversity was needed in Higher Education as 'students academic progress is quite strongly related to general availability, and also depends on having a profile of other abilities compatible with their chosen subject area.' The changing nature of Higher Education means more students are entering university from a variety of backgrounds. For instance, in a study undertaken by The Universities and Collages Admissions (Ucas), it was found that one in four students were starting a university course from a Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC) background (Havergal 2016) .
Traditional Advanced Level subjects (A Levels) are, therefore, no longer the norm (Havergal 2016 ) and consequently, previous learning experiences need to be taken into account as it can have profound effects upon someone's ability to succeed in Higher Education (Huddleston and Unwin 2012) .
The changing nature of students entering Higher Education has meant that more emphasis has been placed on different modes of assessment to ensure inclusivity across the sector. One way in which this has been reflected in the Law and Criminology Department at Edge Hill University (England) is through the use of assessed seminars. Assessed seminars are, at its very basic, one-hour tutorials in which students are assessed on their oral contribution to class discussions, similar to presentations. Emphasis is placed on skills-based education, grounded in the need for critical thinking and problem-solving capacities demanded by everyday legal practice and employment. Students are expected to prepare for seminars ahead of the session by answering several questions located in the module handbook, along with completing key readings. This allows for independent self-study (Johnstone and Rivera 1965) . This allows for a combined approach to skills integration: The assessment criteria is given to the students at the start of each module, where it is clearly explained to all those present, that seminars are about oral performance, rather than written work. In essence, a student can come to seminars with no notes and still achieve high grades. Marks are awarded to students for willingness to contribute, their degree of knowledge and understanding, receptiveness to alternative viewpoints and the clarity of a students argument, with the grade descriptors reflecting the students level of study.
The structure of the seminar can be adapted to suit the subject needs, for instance, students can be required to give presentations during seminars to demonstrate their own independent research on a chosen topic. However, in order to allow for fairness, group sizes are restricted to usually no more than 14 per class. This allows all students the opportunity to contribute to the class discussion. Despite the difference in structure, assessed seminars contain vital characteristics such as the creation of lifelong learners, independent students and the formation of a learner-centred approach to assessment; all important skills associated with the labour market (Angelo and Cross 1993) . Whilst also going beyond the compulsory legal research, writing and analysis components associated with law school (Wolski 2002) .
To reflect the importance of formative assessment, each module has at least one formative seminar, where students are encouraged to gain feedback regarding their performance, a key component in teaching and learning (Brown, Race and Smith 2005; Ramsden 1992 Ramsden , 1998 . Consequently, formative assessed seminars are placed 'at the centre of teaching and learning instead of being a separate afterthought' (Ecclestone 2001, 144) .
Throughout formative and summative seminars, students can approach tutors for feedback at any point, where the emphasis is placed on tailoring the feedback to the assessment criteria (Poulos and Mahony 2008) . This allows for teachers to also reflect on how well a student is performing whilst giving the student an opportunity to address any learning which is unsatisfactory (Angelo and Cross 1993) . For Race, reflection is an important aspect of the education process as it deepens learning (Race 2014). Student's are, therefore, able to address where they have been unsuccessful and adapt future behaviour to enhance their learning experience (Race 2014).
Assessed seminars in law
The use of assessed seminars in law is particularly important as it allows students to gain transferable skills suitable for future employment, both inside and outside the legal sector, reflecting the instrumentalist ideological approach to teaching and learning (Magrini 2014) .
During assessed seminars, students are able to gain a variety of skills, all of which are deemed important when it comes to pursuing a legal career. For example, by ensuring students must speak during seminars, as this is part of the fundamental assessment criteria, students gain experience in public speaking, enhance their own confidence and are able to shape their arguments to fit a legal scenario; these are all important skills needed in the legal profession (Miller and Meinzinger, 2013) , whilst being transferable to other forms of employment. As Jordan, Carlile and Stack (2008, 62) argue 'it is through communication that people can begin to understand and question their social and political circumstances.'
The concept of transferable skills from education into the wider workforce has recently increased in importance in the legal sector. In 2017, the Solicitors Regulation Authority announced that the traditional Legal Practice Course (LPC), which provided students with the training to become practising solicitors, would be replaced with a more centralised system (Solicitors Regulation Authority 2017). In the United Kingdom, to qualify as a solicitor, students must currently complete the LPC. Under the new scheme, which is due to come into force from 2020, emphasis will be placed on the key skills needed when working in the legal profession, such as client interviewing, legal research and the ability to argue key legal principles (Solicitors Regulation Authority 2017). Students who undertake the Solicitors Qualifying Examinations (SQE), will not only need a good foundational understanding of a legal topic but will also need to be able to demonstrate important legal skills (University of Law, 2018).
Learning and work are, therefore, inherently interlinked ( 
Methods
In order to conduct this research project, a mixed methodological approach was used to compare students perceptions of assessed seminars in law-related subjects whilst studying for their degree with interviews conducted with law staff members. Mixed methodology can be defined as 'research that combines both quantitative research and qualitative research' (Bryman 2016, 693) . Though there is no true definition of assessment, for this article, assessment refers to 'active methods' where students take an active role in the assessment.
For instance, exams, coursework or presentations. To adhere with positivistic epistemology, an online survey was created via 'Survey Monkey', composing of 10 closed questions, all of which had to be completed by the participants. This allowed those taking part in the study to answer the questions at a time to suit them and permitted all responses to be collected anonymously. As part of the ethical considerations, it was decided that closed questions would be used in this part of the study to ensure staff would not be identified by students and no defamatory comments were made about the institution.
In order to discuss the findings of the online survey, interviews were conducted with three lecturers in Law, using open-ended questions, linked to the findings of the questionnaire. This form of research reflects qualitative methodology, which is concerned with words, rather than that of numbers and figures (Denzin & Lincoln 1994) .
The qualitative nature of this part of the research allowed me to explore in greater detail some of the themes which emerged from the quantitative data gathered, reflecting the openness of this methodological approach and the depth of data gathered (Atieno 2009 ).
Here, emphasis was placed on gaining insight from members of staff in the Law and Criminology Department at Edge Hill University who had the knowledge of teaching both assessed and non-assessed seminars. This allowed for comparisons to be made between student and staff perceptions of this form of assessment.
Due to time constraints, qualitative methods of research, such as focus groups, were not conducted with students. For future research in this area, the validity of the study can be enhanced by supplementing the questionnaire findings, with student-based focus groups.
This, in turn, will enrich the data and create an in-depth understanding of students perceptions of assessed seminars as a mode of assessment.
Data Collection
All The data collected from the questionnaire process was then used to discuss assessed seminars with three senior members of the Law and Criminology Department.
Here, an openended discussion took place with staff members, highlighting the findings of the questionnaire. The shortest interview lasted 5 minutes 45 seconds and the longest interview lasted 12 minutes 8 seconds. During the interview process, ten open-ended questions were asked to the participants. Though the interviews were short, due to the time constraints of staff members, the data collected was able to illuminate the answers given by students.
Participants
All questionnaire participants in the study were either Law LLB (40), Law with Criminology LLB (3), Criminology with Law (1), Law with Politics LLB (1) or Policing (6) students at
Edge Hill University. The study was aimed at these students because all of these programmes, Law LLB, Law with Criminology LLB, Law with Politics LLB, Criminology with Law and Policing, incorporate assessed and non-assessed seminars.
Participants from levels 4 (year one) (18), 5 (year two) (18) and 6 (year six) (15) took part in the study, with both male (13) and female (38) students taking part in the research. The differences in gender were to be expected, as Edge Hill University has more female students than male.
Of the three staff members of the Law and Criminology Department who took part in the study, two of the participants had experiences of teaching both assessed and non-assessed seminars. Whereas, the third member of staff only taught non-assessed seminars.
Ethical considerations
Ethics is a key principle of any research, with the notion that no harm must be subjected to any participants being at the forefront of the researcher's mind (Farrimond 2012) . Before this research project took place, ethical approval was sought from Edge Hill University. Several key ethical considerations were taken into account to ensure the study maintained ethical integrity throughout, including consent, anonymity, data storage, confidentiality and risk.
Particular regard was given to anonymity during the study to ensure students felt that their answers would not impact upon their studies or marks. None of the raw data has been shared with anyone other than the researcher.
Limitations of the study
The number of students who took part in the study is significantly less than was expected, with an average of 40.2% taking part in the research. This limits the findings as only a small proportion of Law, Criminology and Policing students were surveyed in comparison to the numbers registered on degree programs, which use assessed seminars. The questionnaire disrupted to students' lacks an in-depth understanding of how students perceive assessed seminars. The findings indicate that assessed seminars' increase a person's confidence and maintains student retention, but the findings do not illustrate why this is the case. For future research, other forms of data collection will enhance this study to give more in-depth responses to this form of assessment. For instance, the use of focus groups to gain qualitative feedback from participants. The use of more qualitative methods will enrich the study to understand students perceptions of assessed seminars in more detail.
Results
The study aimed to answer the following research questions:
 What are students perceptions of assessed seminars in law-related modules?
 Do assessed seminars improve key legal skills?
 Do assessed seminars improve student attendance?
What are students perceptions of assessed seminars in law related modules?
Overall, 28 of those surveyed stated that they would be 'more than likely' or 'definitely likely' to recommend assessed seminars to other law institutions. Whereas 11 students suggested that they would not recommend this mode of assessment to others. As can be seen from figure one, there are key differences in cohort's perceptions of this form of assessment. 10 first year students indicated that they felt neutral in recommending assessed seminars to other institutions, with only 5 of these students being 'more than likely' or 'definitely likely'
to suggest that assessed seminars become part of the curriculum. Whereas, second year students were the most likely of all three cohorts to recommend this form of assessment, with 15 participants from this cohort indicating an answer of neutral or above. Arguably, the key differences here could relate to the exposure these two cohorts would have had to assessed seminars. In first year, many students will not have experienced a form of assessment like this, whereas by second year, many students will have had up to eight subjects which incorporated seminars which were assessed.
However, third year students did not reflect this trend. Overall, only 9 third year students indicated that they would be 'more than likely' or above, to recommend assessed seminars to other institutions. All students based in the Law and Criminology Department at Edge Hill University, in their final year, are able to choose the subjects they wish to study.
All module options given to these students incorporate a variety of different modes of assessment, some of which include assessed seminars. It could be that by third year, students A further 27 students gave a positive response when asked if assessed seminars had improved their receptiveness to others points of views, along with enhancing their abilities to make legal arguments, as shown in table two. Carr, Carter and Horsey (2009) argue that the ability to make a legal argument is a key skill needed when entering the legal profession. This was supported by staff participant Z: "… the skill of creating a coherent legal argument is fundamental to a career in law." Whereas, receptiveness to another's view is a transferable skill which can be used in most employment sectors (OECD 2017) . From the study undertaken, it can be seen that these key skills, not only associated with the legal sector but transferable to the workplace, have developed within students over the course of their degree, despite some of the negative responses to this form of assessment. However, caution was noted by staff participant X:
"Assessed seminars are not the only way a person can increase their abilities to make legal arguments. We need to ensure that other skills, such as that of legal writing, are not restricted." Table 2 . Have assessed seminars improved your receptiveness to others and your ability to make a legal argument?
Not at all (1) Possibly (2) Do assessed seminars improve key legal skills?
Changes due to come into effect by 2020 in relation to the legal practice course, means future lawyers will face more examinations on key skills associated with the profession (Solicitors Regulation Authority 2017). Here, those who undertake the new SQE, will be examined on several key legal skills, including, though not limited to, client interviewing, oral communication and legal research (Solicitors Regulation Authority 2017). Through the use of assessed seminars, students can gain valuable experience of these skills, before they enrol on the SQE (staff participant Y).
One of the main skills needed in the legal profession is good oral communication (Parsons 2016) which is a fundamental principle of assessed seminars. Good oral communication skills are also applicable to other forms of employment outside the legal sector. As assessed seminars are validated as oral presentations, students are examined on their oral contribution to the class discussions as opposed to their written work.
Consequently, students must speak during seminars to be rewarded marks. From my own experience of teaching students from their first assessed seminar through to the last assessed seminar in year one, this can be uncomfortable for some. However, in many cases as the semester passes, students confidence and oral communication within the class increases dramatically, which is often reflected in their marks (staff participant Y). This has also been shown in the results gathered from this research.
10 third year students said that they have seen an increase in their confidence due to assessed seminars. Whereas, with first year students, 7 stated that they had witnessed an increase in confidence due to this form of assessment, as shown in figure two. Here, a pattern has emerged in the findings that students overall confidence increases throughout their three years at university, with assessed seminars being considered as one of the reasons for this.
This was a key factor for staff participant Y:
"We have seen a trend in recent years of students entering Higher Education who struggle to speak in public. Assessed seminars allow these students to gain valuable experience in not only speaking in public but also helping to build on their own self-esteem." Confidence is a key skill both in Higher Education institutions (Sadler 2013) and the legal profession (Cassidy 2015) . It can be considered that 'forcing' students to speak in seminars is somewhat unethical, especially if a student has an anxiety issue. However, the key to assessed seminars is to ensure that the teacher has control of the class at all times, making all those taking part in discussions feel at ease during the assessment process. In addition, 'virtually all graduates will attend job interviews' (Huxham, Campbell & Westwood 2010, 1) , therefore, it is important students are exposed to forms of assessment which may help improve their confidence, along with oral communication. The use of assessed seminars allows for students to be taken out of their comfort zones, in a controlled environment, to help enhance key transferable skills, with staff participant X stating that assessed seminars can 'help build confidence for those entering Higher Education.'
Similarly, a pattern emerges in relation to cohort's perceptions of how assessed seminars can help enhance their oral communication skills. Of those who took part in the research, 39 students indicated a score of neutral or above in relation to assessed seminars helping to improve their communications skills, as shown in table three. Like that of confidence, higher scores are given by level 6 (year three) students as opposed to those studying at level 4 (year one). This suggests that assessed seminars improve oral communication skills throughout the degree period. The positive results reflected in students answers surrounding assessed seminars, confidence and communications, was further mirrored in the answers given by those who took part in the survey in relation to research skills. 42 students felt neutral or above when asked about the link between assessed seminars and their legal research skills, as demonstrated in figure three. Though students are being assessed on their oral contribution to class discussions, seminars can be shaped to allow students to enhance their legal research skills, whilst also adhering to the validation process. For instance, a research project can be set a week before the seminar is due to take place, allowing students to employ their research skills to the assessment process. For example, the use of legal databases such as Westlaw and
LexisNexis, the application of the law to a case study example and establishing the reliability of sources. The findings can then be presented to the class, fulfilling all four-assessment criteria's set out in the module handbook. 
Do assessed seminars improve student attendance?
'Student retention is an ever-greater concern for institutions' (Swain 2008) . In April 2017, the Higher Education Academy released a final report examining what needs to be employed in Higher Education to retain students (Higher Education Academy 2017). One of the key factors recommended in the report is ensuring a mixed-method approach to assessment is used throughout degree programmes. In addition to this, it was found that institutions that continue to monitor attendance are likely to retain their students until the end of their degree.
Staff participant X expressed concerns surrounding assessed seminars and retention: "… we implemented assessed seminars to tackle a very growing problem with attendance and we need to ensure that we don't overuse assessed seminars to combat retention."
Due to the nature of some seminars being assessed in the programmes offered by the Law and Criminology Department at Edge Hill University, students retention and attendance in these subjects have improved dramatically (staff participant Z). Of those students who took part in this research project, 41 stated that their attendance had improved due to the concept of assessed seminars, shown further in figure four. Though one student from each cohort disagreed with this statement, the positivity expressed towards attendance and this form of assessment is further proof that assessed seminars should be considered in other institutions. Fain (2017) argues that the more a student attends university, the more likely they are to feel part of the higher education community, therefore, allowing for retention to increase.
Discussion
Assessment forms many degree programmes in Higher Education and is a fundamental principle of the curriculum (Hodson 2006 validated and conducted, individuals are assessed purely on their oral contribution. This study has exposed that this form of assessment has increased students confidence and communication skills, important transferable skills for future employment. An issue with assessed seminars is class size. To ensure all students have equal opportunity to partake in class discussions and to gain marks, class sizes need to be kept relatively small, with ideally no more than 14 students per seminar. This can be problematic for institutions who have large cohorts. For example, those who have a cohort of 100 students, would need to employ a staff member for 8 hours of teaching, just for assessed seminars. Wolski (2002, 291) suggests that many educational institutions are unable to '… commit additional resources to skills teaching' due to insufficient time and resources. Assessed seminars allow for key legal and labour skills to be taught alongside compulsory face-to-face sessions with students. In addition, as assessed seminars form part of the overall marks given to a student, it would mean that other forms of assessment could be reduced. For instance, a module can consist of an examination and assessed seminars, removing the need for coursework's, whilst also ensuring exclusivity for those who may have learning difficulties.
Employability is a growing 'buzz' term in
It is also important that assessed seminars are not employed as a hard and fast response to attendance and retention in Higher Education (staff participant X). Retention is a growing concern of institutions, with it being a fundamental factor taken into account in the Teaching and Excellence Framework (Higher Education Funding Council for England 2017).
Universities are consequently under pressure to ensure they retain students who are enrolled in its programmes; assessed seminars can help with this as it actively monitors attendance.
Despite this, as staff participant X stated, "assessed seminars should not be used at the peril of other forms of assessment, such as that of coursework". It is, therefore, important that assessed seminars are not used in all modules, other forms of assessment need to be mixed into the curriculum to ensure full exclusivity.
If assessed seminars, especially in law, are implemented into the curriculum constructively, they can have positive results on student engagement, along with working in line with the new SQE. The purpose of the SQE is to enhance the skills needed to become a competent solicitor and is likely to be mirrored in examinations undertaken by training barristers in the future (Bar Standards Board 2018). Assessed seminars can, therefore, be a fundamental form of assessment for those wishing to pursue these career paths once completing their law degree, whilst also being applicable to future employment. Currently, 'while schools may give students the opportunity to experience skills simulations, they frequently fail to adequately prepare students for those experiences …' (Wolski 2002, 294) . Assessed seminars ensure that students understand the substantive topic being taught, whilst also giving them multiple opportunities to practice skills associated with the labour market.
Future Research
This research can be enhanced in the future by taking an in-depth qualitative approach to the topic. Here, focus groups can be conducted with students to gain further valuable feedback about their experiences of assessed seminars. The study clearly indicates the perceptions students' have of assessed seminars in Law related modules but it does not clearly illustrate why students' have these perceptions. Future qualitative research will enhance the richness of the data obtained during this study. In addition, a comparison between other institutions using assessed seminars to gain a bigger sample size to enhance the validity of the study could also be undertaken in the future.
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